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We must, as a new thing, accept that we can develop an acceptable and 
appropriate vocabulary and means to describe our past, present, and 
future, free from the labels of race.
By Clyde N S Ramalaine
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WEB Du Bois observed, “The problem of the twentieth century is the problem 
of the color-line – the relation of the 
darker to the lighter races of men in 
Asia and Africa, in America and the 
islands of the sea. It was a phase of this 
problem that caused The Civil War.” 
We must today admit the problem of 
the twentieth century as advanced by 
Du Bois is equally the problem of the 
twenty-first century. 
Human beings have made 
tremendous strides on many fronts 
as the technological, digital, space, 
and medical research fields and other 
spheres confirm; yet it appears we 
have made little or no progress on 
the subject of the ‘problem of the 
color-line’. 
Across the globe, we are witnessing 
a hardening of racial attitudes along 
the colour-line divide. This is evident 
in the recent Brexit vote as well as 
political developments in France, 
the Netherlands, and other parts 
of Europe. This hardening of racial 
attitudes is prominent in the Donald 
Trump presidential victory. 
On the home front we are 
witnessing it every day. Our daily news 
carries increasing public utterances by 
emboldened racists who shamelessly 
parade their convictions.  
The growing hardening of attitudes 
compels all of us to ask, how can we 
deal with the personal and institutional 
racism that continues to plague our 
country and the world? We must 
therefore ask why racism proves this 
stubborn to overcome. 
What is Racism?
According to Fredrickson (2002:5), 
the word ‘racism’ “came into common 
usage in the 1930s when a new word 
was required to describe the theories 
on which the Nazis based their 
persecution of the Jews.” 
The original definition of racism 
asserts it as a belief that all members of a 
purported race possess characteristics, 
abilities, or qualities specific to that 
race so as to distinguish it as inferior or 
superior to another race or races. 
Institutional racism refers to 
particular and general instances of 
racial discrimination, inequality, 
exploitation, and domination in 
organisational or institutional contexts, 
such as the labour market or the 
nation-state.
Mbeki’s address on combating 
racism
Former President Thabo Mbeki 
addressed a conference on Racism 
held under the auspices of the South 
African Human Rights Commission on 
March 15, 2016.  
In his address, Mbeki started out 
by suggesting that, in order for us to 
combat subjective racism, a number of 
things need to be undertaken. Among 
these he included strengthening the 
capacity of the HRC, strengthening of 
the legal capacity of the State to act 
against racism, the inclusion into both 
lower and higher grade curricula, a 
cultivation of a common patriotism, 
healthy cooperation between national 
public and private sector organised 
formations; and the need for both 
Government and the Private sector to 
prove vigilant as exemplary custodians 
for a non-racial society; upholding 
the values of true reconciliation, non-
racialism and non-sexism. 
It is important to engage with 
Mbeki’s ideas and approaches. He 
said: 
It would therefore seem obvious 
that given the fact that all of us 
are keenly interested to accelerate 
progress towards the creation of 
a truly non-racial and non-sexist 
society, we must do at least three 
things:
By way of preamble Mbeki rightfully 
makes the assumption in good faith 
that we all share a keen interest 
to accelerate progress towards the 
creation of a non-racial and non-sexist 
society. I too share this optimism and 
consider it right for us to continue 
to believe in the greater good of a 
humanity that espouses and aspires to 
these noble ideals. Yet such hope does 
not render us oblivious to the fact that 
all in the USA, Europe, and Africa do 
not share greater good. 
I have for the purpose of this article 
consciously chosen to restrict myself 
to engage what can be considered 
Mbeki’s dovetailed three-point action 
plan as a means to combat racism.  
Critical assessment of our policies 
and programmes
The first of these is that we must 
carry out a comprehensive and 
critical assessment of our policies 
and programmes during our years 
of democracy to try to discover and 
determine why we have not made 
greater and more decisive progress 
in terms of the eradication of the 
legacy of colonialism and apartheid 
as this bears on the strategic matter 
of the creation of a non-racial and 
non-sexist society.
One can appreciate Mbeki’s 
preference to start with the policies 
and programmes for these constitute 
the outflow in practical sense of 
the philosophy and ideology that 
principally identified our democratic 
dispensation as led by the ANC. 
The review and relook at policies 
and programmes is not an uncommon 
practice for any society, regardless 
of the spectrum of the development 
cycle, defined in first or third world 
descriptions. However, perhaps in 
this instance the departure point of 
re-assessing policies and programmes 
is placing the proverbial cart before the 
horse. 
Should we not first ask what is the 
anthropology of our common citizenry 
and how is that understood by the 
leading party of South Africa in policy 
expression for a normalisation of 
South African society. It appears that 
anthropology with its concomitant 
anomalies must direct us to appreciate 
who we are and thus assist us in our 
review and analysis to ascertain why 
we have not progressed beyond a 
limited extent.  
The practical reason to ask for 
an anthropology resonates in the 
Racism exists in 
evidence that one 
subscribes to the 
notion of race itself, 
because belief in 
race is the fallacious 
prerequisite for the 
belief in differences 
between races. 
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undeniable and decisive role that the 
State has in developing and creating the 
mould within which social identities 
are constructed, as we are all aware.  
It is clear and correct that progress 
for Mbeki is necessarily a move away 
from colonialism and apartheid; 
hence, I am of the view the departure 
point for this move away is to first 
ask what underpinned Colonialism 
and Apartheid as ideologies that 
produced our South African past and 
present societies? A basic assessment 
will guide us to appreciate that 
Colonialism and Apartheid share a 
fundamental communality immanent 
in the anthropology of South African 
citizenry as extracted from the doctrine 
of race. This doctrine of race that sees 
people that share a common humanity 
identified along racial categorisations 
and classifications is rooted in the 
choice for racism. Meaning if we 
identify racism as a problem and an 
enemy of our common humanity we 
must ask the question why is race 
palpable in our societies the world 
over. Rachel Dolezal in her 2015 TEDx 
Talk presentation helps us when she 
states: "race didn’t create racism, but 
racism created race.”  
Dolezal demonstrates that the belief 
that some humans are biologically 
and behaviourally superior or inferior 
to others created the idea of race. 
Therefore, it was the very hierarchical 
worldview of white supremacy that 
mythologised race. The need to control, 
dominate, discriminate, etc., justified 
itself by manufacturing a worldview of 
the race hierarchy. It would appear this 
critical assessment that Mbeki rightfully 
laments couldn’t occur without us 
pausing and looking at race and its role 
in the slow transformation of South 
Africa into a non-racial and non-sexist 
society.
It would appear that Mbeki and 
others move from the premise that 
race by itself firstly is an innocent 
constant, and does not in and of itself 
constitute a problem; therefore race 
can exist with no presence of racism. 
However it is here where we have a 
definite disjuncture and undeniable 
dialectic tension. Or is it that Mbeki 
and others have resigned themselves to 
the insurmountability of the problem of 
race, therefore it being a constant. 
The only thing constant about racism 
is race, the common denominator 
remains race. D E Muir helps us to 
appreciate the comfort of proximity 
shared by race and racism when he 
asserts that racism exists in evidence 
that one subscribes to the notion of 
race itself, because belief in race is the 
fallacious prerequisite for the belief in 
differences between races. 
If we accept the logic that racism 
produced race, it would appear that in 
order to deal with racism we will have 
to take much more serious the fact that 
race as a classification of humans into 
immutable biological categories with 
qualitative differences is a discredited 
enterprise. Yet we extend its life in other 
forms, mostly as a social construct and 
even as a pseudo-science of medicine 
where we identify certain diseases and 
seek to prescribe medicine informed 
by race.  
Mbeki is not problematising the 
subject of race given its reality as a 
discredited enterprise. He does not 
show a dissonance if not discomfort 
with the ideology or doctrine of race 
as a natural challenge for a meaningful 
life for a common humanity in a 
democratic sojourn with the espoused 
hope of a non-racial and non-sexist 
society. 
Beyond the discredited enterprise 
status of race we are compelled to 
critically question the veracity and 
validity of race as a social construct in 
asking what society defined it as a social 
construct. Deborah Posel reminded 
us, “The architects of apartheid racial 
classification policies recognised 
explicitly that racial categories were 
constructs, rather than descriptions of 
essences”.  
It would appear whilst apartheid’s 
architects of racial classification 
explicitly recognised racial categories as 
constructs, the ANC as entrusted leader 
of the democratic state and society 
with its analysis and understanding of 
a South African citizenry appears to 
be attaching a description of essence 
directly eked out of these apartheid 
constructs. The logic than must mean if 
racial policy categorisation constituted 
mere constructs then they must 
within themselves contain the natural 
right to be subjected to question and 
their relevance challenged and not 
necessarily appropriated, particularly 
in a different time and space.  
One would have thought that Mbeki 
would have attempted to critically 
unpack the social construction of race, 
its ontology and its relevance if not 
irrelevance in a democratic sojourn. 
Perhaps the reason for not questioning 
race as a social construction is borne 
from the reality of the fact that the 
ideologies of colonialism, apartheid 
and our very democracy, share the 
same categorisation for social identity 
markers. 
It thus appears race with its 
ontology (the belief that some humans 
are biologically and behaviourally 
superior or inferior to others created 
the idea of race of racism) functions 
problematically to homogenise large 
groups of people and to facilitate the 
presence of racism. 
Race by general admittance of all 
was decades ago declared defunct 
as a scientific reality, yet it remains 
uncritically accepted as a social 
construction. The most recent attempt 
at giving race a lease of life assumes a 
new-pseudo science reality of disease 
analysis and medicine prescription.
We therefore equally must 
consciously draw attention and 
debunk the ‘new pseudo-science’ 
base for race as visible in so called 
prescribed medicines for certain 
race groups informed by a fallacious 
claim of race categorised diseases. 
We know this backdoor attempt to 
We must discard 
the old constructed 
and constricted 
formulations for a 
common humanity, 
thus freeing ourselves 
from out-dated 
paradigms in full and 
conscious embrace of 
a non-racial notion, 
not as a founding myth 
but as our necessary 
current reality.
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give race a scientific premise in this 
century emanates from the first contact 
patients have at their public or private 
sector health facilities where the race 
of patients is always solicited. We 
know that the USA Food and Drug 
Administration (FDA) hitherto claims 
more than twenty types of diseases 
with this pseudo-science frame. 
We must therefore ask again as 
Dexter Gordon reminds us why race 
and its attendant and chromatically 
inaccurate colour descriptors, 
especially black and white, enjoy 
almost universal usage today, though 
often with the pernicious assumption 
of the innate physical, mental and 
moral superiority of one group over 
another. 
Nina Jablonski asserts “the first 
scientific classification of humans, 
published by Carl Linnaeus in 1735, 
was simple and separated people 
into four varieties by skin color 
and continent. Later, Linnaeus not 
only added more physical traits to 
his descriptions but also changed 
them to include information that he 
had surmised about temperament. 
Europeans were white and sanguine, 
Asians were brown and melancholic, 
Native Americans were red and 
choleric, and Africans were black and 
phlegmatic.”
Jablonski argues racism found its 
intellectual foundation with Linnaeus’ 
analysis as the first authoritative 
classification that combined physical 
traits with folk beliefs about dispositions 
and character. The folk beliefs had 
little to do with fact or observation 
but were mostly just fables — racist 
pronouncements that were personal 
and emotional expressions of, at best, 
discomfort and, mostly, prejudice. It 
was from this point on, that debasing 
associations of physical appearance 
with temperament and culture became 
commonplace and were considered 
scientific. 
We know that the first person to 
formally define races was the noted 
philosopher Immanuel Kant, who 
in 1785 classified people into four 
fixed races, which were arrayed in 
a hierarchy according to colour and 
talent. Jablonski further contends that 
despite Kant’s clear lack of evidence or 
personal knowledge about groups of 
people, it did not stop him from opining 
on the tastes and finer feelings of 
groups about which he knew nothing. 
For Kant and his many followers, the 
rank ordering of races by skin colour 
and character created a self-evident 
order of nature that implied that light-
coloured races were superior and 
destined to be served by the innately 
inferior, darker-coloured ones.
Despite serious opposition from his 
contemporaries, Kant’s ideas about 
a fixed natural hierarchy of human 
races, graded in value from light to 
dark, gained tremendous support 
because they reinforced popular 
misconceptions about dark skin 
being more than a physical trait. The 
preference for light over dark — strictly 
speaking, white over black — was 
derived from pre-medieval associations 
of white with purity and virtue and of 
black with impurity and evil.
When Mbeki therefore rightfully 
asks for a comprehensive and critical 
assessment as to why we have 
not meaningfully progressed from 
Colonialism and Apartheid, which is 
by definition institutional racism, it 
cannot be without engaging the subject 
matter and reality of race. A race prism 
directly extrapolated from the dogma 
of Linnaues and Kant that defined both 
colonialism and apartheid systems of 
governance and in this season threatens 
to define a post-apartheid epoch. For 
the umpteenth time, neither can we 
attempt to deal with racism devoid of 
its product, race. 
If we therefore ask for a critical 
look at our policies and programmes, 
we will soon realise these policies and 
programmes have race as a premise. 
They have race as a departure point 
and they have race as the quantitative 
index assessment and measurement 
tool. 
The Democratic State of South 
Africa is trapped in using the same 
defunct and scientifically debunked 
notions of race as its epicentre and 
circumference for a claim of redress. 
Therefore, the policies and 
programmes on the one hand claim 
redress yet on the other hand entrenches 
our otherness as extrapolated from that 
very doctrine and paradigm of race. 
We cannot overstate Neville Alexander 
when he pleads for a new vocabulary 
for describing things (and I include 
people): “…societies and the global 
village have changed so radically that 
to continue to analyse and describe 
things as though we were still in 1848 
or 1948 or even 1984 is to be woefully 
blind and self-defeating.”
There is a justified disdain and an 
abhorrence of racism; why, then, I 
am compelled to ask, is race for a 
means of identifying and describing a 
common humanity not found equally 
detestable? Why is it not addressed 
with the same verve or energy? 
We must caution against the myth 
of state institutions as a knee-jerk 
reaction capable of action against 
racism in outlawing and pursuing 
racists when we have not yet engaged 
race as the fulcrum of our societal 
expression in critical and honesty of 
true reflection. Particularly since the 
employing of strategies and policies 
for redress at the hand of the very 
racial logic and architecture assumes 
the State presides over the ability to 
define if not distinguish, no different 
to its predecessors, in content between 
what makes for “Africans”, “Indians, 
“Coloured” and “whites”. 
We must ask how serious we are in 
red carding racism as oppositional to 
the society we seeking to build when 
we refuse to engage the race in rac(e)
ism?
This brings us to the second of 
Mbeki’s solutions.
Material racism as a national 
emergency
The second is that we should then 
engage the challenging question – 
what are the genuinely new things 
we must do, treating the matter of 
continuing pernicious existence of 
material racism in our country as 
truly a national emergency which 
does not allow for an approach as 
business as usual!
Mbeki identifies material racism as 
a national emergency. The yardstick 
for Mbeki, perhaps as an economist, 
is material well-being as a means of 
assessing progress from the former 
colonial and apartheid states. The 
signpost for Mbeki thus of a liberated 
and democratically defined society is 
material well-being. It is as if Mbeki 
identifies with those who believe if 
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we can deal with the economic gap 
(between white and black) that confirms 
race disparity in SA as a growing 
unequal society we would have dealt 
with racism. It perhaps mirrors the 
older definition of racism where racism 
is purely rooted in the power one has 
over the other, that power for those of 
this school of material racism is usually 
informed by capital. 
I am not necessarily opposed to this 
assessment. However, I argue, material 
racism as an emergency cannot be 
dealt with in the absence of firstly 
acknowledging the reality of pseudo 
institutionalised and structural racism 
realities, brought about by a democratic 
society obsessed with race as the true 
means for identity configuration of 
people‘s common humanity. When 
I talk of a Democratic State its in full 
awareness that the leader of the State 
is the African National Congress. Do 
I agree that there is an undeniable 
gross disparity between colonial and 
apartheid benefactors and colonial and 
apartheid victims, a resounding yes! 
Do I fundamentally believe that if all 
apartheid victims in hypothetical sense 
become wealthy tomorrow morning, 
we would have destroyed racism, 
a definite No!  That idea of racism 
suggests ‘blacks’ cannot be racist or 
practice racism. 
I am not convinced that racism can 
in a magic wand sense be obliterated 
thus dealt with by simply empowering 
people economically therefore 
extending them a counter power to 
the racist beliefs and practices imbibed 
by the doctrine of race. This argument 
is not dissimilar to that advanced by 
those who believe that the election 
vote of 1994 by itself eradicated 
racism. We know now that our finest 
moment as important and significant as 
it was didn’t kill racism, for it protests 
a livelihood in many forms. We know 
now that the youth of today refer to 
that moment as project regardless to 
how some of us consider it sacred. 
Equally it is the belief in race that 
must be discarded that will extend 
opportunity to South Africans to share 
the content of that new society which 
will define a common ideal of a non-
racial and non-sexist society. 
Structural racism was always present 
in colonial and apartheid states. The 
interesting phenomenon for a presence 
of structural racism was that the 
implementation for it was outsourced 
to localised low-level officials who had 
the right to alter identities as they had 
the power to do so. We must sadly 
admit structural racism did not die with 
the advent of the democratic era but 
is sojourning with us in new-draped 
garments. 
Structural racism therefore is a 
prevalent reality in our democratic 
society for it emanates from the reality 
that the democratic state requires 
its citizenry to comply in accepting 
a definition of themselves at the 
hand of the four baseline apartheid 
classifications immanent in “African”, 
“Coloured”, “white”, “Indian”, more 
recently to include Chinese and 
vacuous other. Daily South Africans 
are legally required to complete 
official government forms where their 
identities are predetermined firstly by 
racial description and along the above 
markers for identity. 
Not only that but the very policy 
formulations, for example employment 
equity, confirms the definite presence 
of a form of structural racism, when 
race is required but not provided 
by a citizen, the functionary role for 
defining a human being is left to that 
of a human resources manager. They 
are entitled to complete blank spaces 
and thus ascribe identities to people 
who consciously refuse to accept 
the apartheid race classifications in a 
democratic epoch. This gross invading 
of privacy and clarion denial of a right 
to self definition outside the prescribed 
decided markers for identities for 
South Africans therefore an extension 
of apartheid practice warrants being 
declared repugnant and outright 
reprehensible. 
Mbeki is correct to see the national 
emergency of material racism, yet that 
can never stand on its own without 
the existence of a neo-institutionalised 
racism and a definite presence of 
structural racism. 
Material racism therefore is a 
direct outflow and evidence of the 
complexity and perplexity of the race 
doctrine in which the State continues to 
define, describe, and serve its citizenry 
along the same racial classification 
and markers for their identity as its 
predecessor states, i.e., segregation 
and apartheid states.  
Mbeki asks what new things we 
should be doing to stymie racism. Let 
me first venture to say, as much as we 
are conscious of the new prominence 
of a right leaning populist world 
evidenced in racism, we dare not 
assume the answer is an automatic left 
liberal response. We have been around 
this proverbial mountain before, and 
to assume a leftist response will cancel 
what we have deemed a right leaning 
world is perhaps short-sighted if not 
ill conceived. I therefore plead for a 
dispensing of the idea that a leftist 
ideology is our natural saviour and 
answer to a hardening racist right. Our 
world is not simply made up of binaries 
of right and left, but it is and remains 
fundamentally informed and framed 
by stubborn race rhetoric as uncritically 
appropriated into democratic societies. 
In attempting to answer Mbeki, it 
would appear that if we are serious 
about our collective soul-search we 
will have to as a new thing consciously 
discard the old thinking that race is 
detachable from racism. 
Meaning race is a benign construct 
that was twisted with a resultant effect 
of racism. We will have to discard the 
doctrine of race as that which defines 
humanity. 
At another level, the ANC as 
the leader of society will have to 
concede its engaging in a form identity 
doublespeak of pursuing non-racialism 
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There is a justified 
disdain and an 
abhorrence of racism; 
why, then, I am 
compelled to ask, 
is race for a means 
of identifying and 
describing a common 
humanity not found 
equally detestable? 
Why is it not addressed 
with the same verve  
or energy? 
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whilst holding on to the doctrine of 
race as expressed in the National 
Question that inadvertently reinforce 
the historical realities of race-based 
identity configurations. 
We will have to be brave and admit 
the democratic state (which has its 
history in a Government of National 
Unity) with race as anchor tenant in its 
ontology has until now inadvertently 
robbed us of our collective and 
individual freedoms to self-definition 
in replacing of this race notion. 
Meaning the Democratic State since 
Mandela has been reluctant to afford 
South Africans the space and freedom 
to engage and articulate in dialogue for 
their self-defined identities. 
We should concede that the current 
government policies and programmes 
emanate from that unsustainable and 
questionable premise of uncritical race 
as its departure point. 
We dare not be held prisoner to the 
idea that redress is only possible and 
measurable in terms of the archaic toxic 
race based identity configurations. 
We must, as a new thing, accept 
that we can develop an acceptable 
and appropriate vocabulary and means 
to describe our past, present, and 
future, free from the labels of race. If 
we lack the vocabulary, it is perhaps 
only because we have not yet afforded 
ourselves the opportunity to dialogue 
when we have failed to afford South 
Africans the space to articulate who 
they are. It remains my persuasion and 
hope that out of such dialogue and 
critical reflection the new vocabulary 
to explain our anomalous past and 
ambiguous present will help us define 
our new society.
We must discard the old constructed 
and constricted formulations for a 
common humanity, thus freeing 
ourselves from out-dated paradigms in 
full and conscious embrace of a non-
racial notion, not as a founding myth 
but as our necessary current reality that 
warrants a conscious filling with much 
needed content as we together craft 
our future. 
A national dialogue required
The third is that we should 
encourage action on a process 
which was visualised by the 
National Planning Commission in 
the Diagnostic Report it issued in 
2001, when it said: ‘A national 
dialogue involving all South Africans 
is required to arrive at solutions that 
are credible and implantable…. 
Tackling (the) challenges (facing the 
country) will require the involvement 
of all sectors of society’.
A call to action is always welcome; it 
attests to a common responsibility in a 
common sojourn for a common agreed 
destiny in which we share a common 
responsibility. That destiny has been 
visualised in a ‘ non-racial, non-sexist 
and democratic society’. However 
that action assumes various premises 
and departure points, responsibilities 
evidenced in particular as to whose 
action, what action and where and for 
what reason? It appears rhetorical to 
assume the common enemy is racism 
thus action against racism is natural. 
However some of us remonstrate in 
saying direct that action to the product 
of the racist mind, namely race, a 
less uncritically appropriated and 
challenging sojourner that militates our 
liberation claim. 
It appears that before we aim at 
action from institutions of State such 
as the Human Rights Commission, we 
will need to appreciate our dichotomy 
less in acts against racism by way of 
law and legislation against racism, 
but to encourage open dialogue on 
race as the epicentre of our identity 
configuration in democracy informing 
a new anthropology from which new 
policies will emerge.  
I have elsewhere contended that 
the first step in such re-mythologising 
of the current identity markers of the 
South African societal expression is 
for human agents who embody its 
content and structure to claim and 
demand the opportunity to construct 
their identities. We know that the 
markers for identity in democracy 
have been uncritically appropriated 
and internalised as permeating all 
spheres of societal description. The 
action for me is embodied as genesis 
here. Equally, such self-concept must 
be freed from the overwhelmingly 
uncritical acceptance of race as its 
primary premise. 
The subject of a national dialogue as 
articulated in the NPC is not anymore 
a wish, but a necessity. This dialogue, 
as I have shared with some senior 
leaders of the ANC at Luthuli House 
and elsewhere must be initiated by 
the ANC, facilitated and sponsored 
by the Democratic State as its genuine 
first contribution to give content to the 
non-racial pursuit articulated in the 
ANC’s National Question and later in 
the Constitution of SA. The national 
dialogue therefore must give content to 
the claim of non-racial reality anchored 
in intent of living a meaning-filled life. 
It cannot be that we pay lip service in 
romanticism of a non-racial reality of 
pursuit when we glibly continue along 
the doctrine of multi-racialism as the 
ANC in doublespeak does.
The aim of the national dialogue 
must be a first step to test the efficacy 
of a State extending unilaterally to 
its citizens identities its citizenry 
plausibly never approved. It must 
as an outflow, be the intent of such 
dialogue to consciously work for the 
re-mythologising of our current race 
informed identity markers for the 
South African societal expression. 
Thus on the subject of a national 
dialogue I am in concert with Mbeki 
and the NPC whilst I am of the view 
that dialogue in agenda must have 
the above as departure point. I am 
further of the view that should the 
ANC and the State by extension fail to 
action this dialogue, civil society in all 
its expression must take the liberty to 
lead this agenda. The action needed 
is overdue, the dialogue perhaps 23 
years late; yet the need has never 
been more pressing since racism lives 
emboldened by its product  – race – in 
our democratic society. 
Essop Pahad, in his editorial 
comment of The Thinker Quarter 
2,2016 Volume 68, asserts: 
It is obvious that the ANC and 
its branches should take the lead 
in developing a mass-based anti-
racist movement comprising of 
different political formations, trade 
unions, faith-based organisations, 
youth, women, and student bodies, 
NGOs, CBOs and foundations 
bearing the names of icons of our 
revolutionary struggle, Nelson 
Mandela, OR Tambo, Thabo Mbeki, 
Ahmed Kathrada and Steve Biko. 
Such a movement can then link up 
with anti-racist progressive forces 
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throughout the world. 
I want to concur with Pahad that the 
ANC and its branches must lead; it only 
makes sense to make that argument 
since the ANC remains the custodian 
for a better future as entrusted by the 
ballot. Yet I struggle with the fact that 
the ANC’s current practice is imbued 
with multi-racialism whilst it claims to 
pursue a non-racial reality. For some 
there is no dialectic tension because 
they equally share the prism that 
race can stand-alone and does not 
necessarily fuel racism. To them we 
ask:  What would racism look like if 
there were no race connotation to it 
from which it derives a presence and 
meaning? 
In order for the ANC to lead 
anything against racism, it must first 
engage its policy platform and pillars 
on a South African citizenry and their 
identities as articulated in its policy 
footprint. Any leadership therefore 
is informed as cognisant and may be 
constrained if not hamstrung by its very 
policy position. 
This inadvertently brings us back to 
the subject of the National Question. 
Lest we forget this aspect of ANC 
policy ultimately in democracy defines 
Government policy. There is therefore 
firstly a need to engage the subject 
matter of race and how it is understood 
in the ANC and how it is actualised in 
the ANC as praxis. 
An adumbrated summary of the 
National Question attests the following 
as was carried in Umrabulo 23 2005. 
The ANC exists: 
• To firstly liberate black people in 
general, and Africans in particular.
• The struggle to evidence and bring 
about a non-racial, non-sexist, 
democratic, and united South 
Africa.
• To search and work for the unitary 
South African Nation with a 
common overarching identity. 
• To work for the eradication 
and resolve of antagonistic 
contradictions between black and 
white. 
• To deal with ethnic oriented race-
filled feelings of any form of ethnic 
chauvinism. 
I have in my article, as captured 
in Issue 71, The Thinker with the 
heading ‘The Quest for a non-racial 
South African Society: The case for 
remythologising identity construction’ 
advanced it would appear to me that 
the National Question as articulated 
by the ANC commits at least five 
immediate and perhaps fundamental 
errors.  
Firstly, it uncritically gives credence 
and veracity to the false race informed 
identity markers for people who are 
South Africans however culturally, 
socially and politically defined. If read 
in concert with the struggle for a non-
racial society, it uncritically continues 
with the debunked and unscientific 
notion of race as the anchor tenant for 
identity configuration, albeit in using 
race as a social construct. One would 
hope the burden is on us as a collective 
to challenge the veracity of the notion 
of a ‘social construct’ usage at this time 
in our history. 
Secondly, it conveniently engages in 
what is called a form of exceptionalism 
if not separatism. Exceptionalism 
because in the National Question 
the term ‘African’ is rendered an 
apartheid convenient exclusive 
identity. Separatism, because the black 
is separated from the African with 
exacted pain as the premise. 
Anyone who ever suffered under 
the brutality of an apartheid regime 
can never be accused of making light 
of the exacted pain. Yet to uncritically 
accept and adopt apartheid’s myopic 
classification of an African identity 
as the yardstick to define a people in 
exclusion of others in a democracy 
regardless of exacted pain for the 
measurement of progress must militate 
against the known inclusivity of an 
Africa in geographic setting.
Thirdly, it continues in the trajectory 
of the exacted pain in configuring 
people’s group and individual 
identities out of the entitled residue of 
an Apartheid state. 
We may in this season question, if 
the premise for a notion of ‘black in 
general and African in particular’, is 
extrapolated in response to what I have 
termed degrees of exacted pain, can 
an equal case be made for the longest 
suffering of inflicted pain evident in the 
Khoisan people? 
Can the case equally be made 
that there is today a group of South 
African citizenry, namely the Khoisan 
people, who remain disenfranchised, 
dis-serviced by the new democratic 
reality, side-lined in institutional racism 
and definitely live an experiential 
reality of all forms of racism? It 
would appear the Khoisan in all its 
formations can rightfully claim their 
pain extends to that of a longest 
suffering claim, which evidences 
the first attempts of Europeans at 
taking their land as far back as the 
first attempted Portuguese invasion 
of the 1500s who attempted what 
later colonial and apartheid forces 
successfully attained. 
How will we make sense of degrees 
of exacted pain immanent in identity 
construction of ‘Africans in particular’ 
for qualification of exceptionalism 
and relate that to a UNDRIP ‘First 
Nation Right status’ for the Khoisan 
people of SA? A people that still 
remains unacknowledged even within 
the much acclaimed egalitarian 
constitution of 1996 and reduced to a 
convenient notion of coloured identity 
(as the State determines) within the 
employment equity frame, in disregard 
for them being the longest sufferers 
of disenfranchisement? The current 
holders of state power have bought 
into the narrative 
Fourthly, it is devoid of careful 
analysis and of objective scrutiny; thus, 
it narrowly promotes the excluding 
of people in the ‘African’ identity 
definition, when the African identity 
warrants a thorough and not an 
emotional unpacking. 
Finally, it inadvertently engages 
in what I have termed identity- 
doublespeak when it espouses a yet 
to be filled non-racial reality whilst 
it denies firstly the opportunity 
to engage in a publicly facilitated 
sense the subject identity construction. 
It as a by-product of the denial of 
a state facilitated initiative for self-
define, a critical aspect of our 
collective liberation narrative, to be 
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buoyant in a democratic atmosphere 
and space.
‘African in particular’: a colonial  
and apartheid accrued benefit 
identity?
The evolution of my thought 
provocation leads me to ask a 
question that may be pertinent: Why 
the ‘African in particular’, may never 
see the problem of a dubious and 
questionable National Question in its 
current form? I have taken the liberty 
of sending my critique on the national 
question to cadres and thinkers from 
the common African cohort. Despite 
a protracted history of engagement as 
common in the liberation formations, 
thus far there appears very few willing 
to engage the subject. 
One conclusion to be may extend 
itself to the presence of what I have 
chosen to describe as the ‘apartheid-
accrued-identity-benefit’. Is it possible 
that the ‘African in particular’ as 
asserted in the national question, finds 
comfort in a form of entitlement out 
of the collective exacted pain from 
both the Colonial and Apartheid 
states? And that democracy for them is 
about redress for their collective pain 
suffered?
Is it plausible that the accrued–
apartheid-identity-benefit for the 
African in the National Question 
renders him/her blind, even numb, 
to red flag the National Question as 
divisive? No different to how apartheid 
beneficiaries never questioned their 
benefits in a sea of oppression? 
Yet, I would remonstrate in this 
season we need the new Beyers Naude 
and Braam Fischer’s who, despite 
having the deck stacked in their favour 
for an identity of ‘whiteness’ and 
superiority as afforded by apartheid 
with all its benefits, made conscious 
choices to question that whiteness if 
it means a blackness of subordination 
for those who share common humanity 
– even breaking with it if it meant an 
exclusion of others. 
Perhaps this hour needs the 
‘Africans’ as claimed in the National 
Question to break with the comfort 
of the benefits of a narrow convenient 
‘Africanness’ or, what I have earlier 
alluded to as ‘apartheid-accrued-
identity-benefit’, and question the 
salience of this uncritical adopted 
notion, its efficacy for a continuance 
of developing a new society that 
informs a non-racial, equitable and just 
society. 
It is then precisely this policy 
with its now manifested entrenched 
programmes of an uncritical adoption 
of the National Question in ANC 
policy that renders that Pahad 
editorial insisting on a mass anti-racist 
movement led by the ANC suspect and 
questionable. 
The danger of the ANC not 
leading this mass anti-racist campaign 
informed by a dialogue gives counter-
revolutionary forces space and 
legitimacy, evidenced in both rightest 
and neo-liberal agendas, to capture the 
moral high-ground for narrow political 
interest. This is clearly something the 
transformation of SA into a normal 
society cannot afford. 
The DA as official opposition in 
its 2029 Vision Statement articulates 
‘we see a South Africa in which all 
races are equal.’ The DA therefore 
agrees with the ANC on race as the 
means of description and definition 
for a South African citizenry. This 
unequivocally suggests we cannot lean 
on the official opposition to help us 
to free ourselves from the out-dated 
unscientific race configuration of South 
African citizenry. 
Pahad proves bold in suggesting 
that some foundations such as that of 
Mbeki or Kathrada can lead this mass 
anti-racist campaign against racism. We 
must recognise the role of NPOs, CBOs 
and Foundations yet such recognition 
does not automatically tell us these 
are the best to lead, particularly if 
the prism of identity configurations 
for them remains not dissimilar to 
what the ANC proffers in its National 
Question, or the DA in its Vision 2029 
Statement for their respective practical 
policy footprints. 
I am of the view that the revolution 
for radical change that asks for clear 
direction to give content to the non-
racial notion is upon us and the 
masses may very well be more ready 
to lead than the State, political 
formations, some civil society 
formations imminent in foundations 
of both a form of liberation aristocracy 
and historically liberal formations in 
challenging the race based identity 
status quo. 
Unfortunately perceptibly these 
foundations may make up the status 
quo and uphold race as the fulcrum 
of identity construction for the SA 
citizenry. This may render them 
questionable to lead the mass anti-
racist campaign.
In conclusion, beyond using a 
review of policies and programmes as 
a point of departure, as advanced by 
Mbeki, beyond a national emergency 
of material racism, and beyond the 
belief that the ANC can lead a mass 
anti-racist movement, as advanced by 
Pahad, remains a critical question we 
all collectively must answer. 
The critical question is how we 
combat racism without unpacking 
its ontology, and how do we discard 
racists who practice racism as their 
ideology, when we continue to 
acknowledge and uphold the doctrine 
of race in extending the livelihood of 
race, the end-product of racism, in our 
democratic sojourn. 
We unfortunately do not have the 
luxury to choose for or against the 
idea of filling the notion of a non-
racial society with content. For some 
of us we have consciously crossed the 
proverbial Rubicon and have made a 
conscious choice to let that non-racial 
reality count in democracy, for it’s a 
choice against race thus racism, the 
product of a racist mind. We do so out 
of the full persuasion that our cause 
for liberation was to free us from the 
burden of race and its attending false 
notions of identity but rooted in a 
common humanity. 
We therefore must keep the 
ANC and the Democratic State to its 
commitment to honour this espoused 
claim less in lip service or romantic 
soliloquies but in practice.  
Non-Racialism cannot be accepted 
as a founding myth of the new South 
Africa, as some of us have observed; 
yet it seems the elites have not yet 
afforded themselves time to fully 
unpack the socio-political and socio-
cultural ramifications of this rhetoric. 
Perhaps the myth is convenient for 
those who can afford to engage in 
identity-doublespeak against the reality 
of what I have termed an apartheid-
accrued-identity-benefit. ■
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